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Hans and Hesitations about Heritage
   
Willem J.H. Willems
Universiteit Leiden, the Netherlands
There are many ways in which archaeology can be defined. During my study in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, in search of “the Indian behind the artifact” I found myself in the classroom of Kent 
Flannery who had a whole series of good definitions. From serious (studying the human past 
through its structured material remains) to humorous (the most fun you can have with your 
pants on) to observations of the reality it was for us students back then (the world’s most 
entertaining outdoor sport).
That was in 1976, the year he published what I still consider to be the best academic 
archaeology book ever written, The Early Mesoamerican Village. A book that is not just a 
collection of studies on pre-Columbian Mesoamerica but also a flagship of processual 
archaeology and an unforgettably forceful introduction to scientific method in archaeology. I 
guess that book influenced Hans’ life as well, specializing as he did in working with computers 
and in archaeological method and theory. In any case, inside the academic ivory tower that 
sheltered him all his life, Hans appears to have been much inspired by it − while his persistent 
annual Mediterranean adventures testify to the outdoor sport value of archaeology.
But archaeology is of course much more than studying human behaviour in the past. It is 
also heritage! Its social relevance today can only be measured by its benefit to people, and 
that depends on the role it fulfills and the value that is hence placed on it. For the academic 
researcher (such as Hans) archaeological sites, and preferably those in the Mediterranean 
region, are valuable as sources of knowledge about the human past that can be tapped 
through excavation and other field investigations. Provided, of course, that the work is done 
in accordance with rigorous standards of scientific procedure.
In part, that also applies to Heritage. Of course studies into past habitation of cultural 
landscape and predictive modelling of archaeological sites are two sides of the same coin. 
Hans has investigated many of the methodological problems connected to the application of 
predictive models in archaeology, in fact his publications on this issue dominate his publication 
record in the last 15 years. The results have been invaluable internationally, to improve 
predictive modelling as a tool for heritage management. Hence, better decisions can be taken, 
less unnecessary work is done and a smaller financial burden needs to be imposed on citizens.
That is, however, only part of the present-day significance of archaeological heritage, and 
it is related only to its research value. The claims on this value have also backfired by the 
problematic concept of ‘preservation in situ’ that I have deconstructed elsewhere (Willems 
2012). But archaeological sites have much broader values and they can be powerful icons 
of the past connected to a national and regional consciousness. Moreover, as Monique van 
den Dries has recently demonstrated in an important paper (Van den Dries 2014), public 
participation in archaeology is rapidly increasing and international treaties accommodate 
this. Where the Valletta Convention of the Council of Europe (1992) did in fact lead to a 
marginalization of amateur archaeology and public involvement, the Faro Convention (the 
Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, 2005) aims explicitly at 
such participation. In a way, it provides a parallel for the legislation in other continents that M
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takes into consideration the rights of native populations to their own heritage.
In short, it looks as if even in Europe the role of archaeologists as exclusive stewards of the 
past and as the only one to interpret that past, is fast coming to an end. No doubt a new 
equilibrium will be found, but the concept of Heritage has become ever more encompassing 
since the 1960s and there is no telling where it will end. For a staunch archaeologist like Hans, 
that prospect might be slightly disturbing.
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